AT         THE         M     E     X     I     y         GATE

Again the subaltern went off into a fit of mirthless
laughter.

" That's damn good," he cried. " lly dear chap,
I don't know why you are here, and I don't care.
But let me tell you where you are. This is Company
H.Q. of the most forward Company of the battalion.
It's a very hot spot, indeed. And it's going to become
hotter, blast it! ... If you want to see a bit of
fighting, just hang around here. Not that I
recommend it.11

" Can you tell me where I can find Battalion H.Q. ? "
John inquired.

" Have a drink before you go," said the lieutenant,
producing a bottle of whisky.

" No, thanks,"

" Go on, have one. Have two . . . have three .. ."
urged the subaltern. " You'll need it before you've
finished liaison with us."

Again John refused as politely as possible. They
poured themselves out a couple of drinks.

" Well, here's to . . . here's to. . . . What the devil
is there left to drink to ? " muttered the lieutenant
gloomily.

" Here's to whisky ..." exclaimed the subaltern
defiantly, swallowing his drink at a gulp.

Then the lieutenant, making a tremendous effort
to overcome his fatigue and attend to John's business,
shouted :

" Orderly. . . . Take this officer along to Battalion
Headquarters."

John experienced intense relief on quitting this
atmosphere of hopelessness. Not much imagination
was needed to guess the ordeal these men had under-
gone. It was plain to him they had given them-
selves up for dead. Nothing mattered any more
to them.

181